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D e a r U n c l e M a x 

S e n d ques t ions to Dear U n c l e M a x , 
A G O Nat ional Headquarters, 475 River
side Dr . , Sui te 1260, N e w Y o r k , N Y 
10115. 

Please help me to understand the lat
est thing in synthesizers: the computer
ized interactive piano-organ. David 
Van Koevering's instrument will play 
anything ever published by way of the 
Internet. It would seem that profession
al organists and their abilities may no 
longer be needed by churches or any
body else. What's going on anyway? 

P . D . S . , F l a . 

Even i f I thought I cou ld answer your 
questions, I suspect I w o u l d n ' t dare. 
Your questions are right on the edge of 
things w i t h their relevance. I tried to get 
a very wel l - informed organist to answer 
for me. "Not on your l i fe ." I tried to get 
an organbuilder who is certainly aware 
of the latest developments. "No way." 
Who then? No need to be an organist, so 
I asked Richard Cornel l , composer, con
ductor, and director of the Electronic 
M u s i c Studio at the School for the Arts 
at Boston Univers i ty , a colleague and 
friend, i f he w o u l d be interested i n an
swering. He, being gracious and gener
ous, said, "Sure, I don't know anything 
about D a v i d V a n Koever ing ' s ins t ru
ment, but I ' l l see what I can f ind on the 
Internet. Wr i t ing about synthesizers is a 
bit l ike trying to na i l jello on the ki tchen 
w a l l . B y the time we say anything, there 
is something new!" This is his answer: 

D i g i t a l syn thes i s has become ex
tremely efficient, inexpensive, and son-
i c a l l y sophist icated. The instruments 
are w ide ly available and are employed 
i n a l l levels of the mus i c indus t ry— 
home entertainment, mul t imedia , cor
porate presentation, advert is ing, f i l m 
scoring, i n theatrical productions, and 
i n the pop recording industry. Howev
er, i n research insti tutions, universi ty 
computer music centers, and personal 
studios, o l d and new synthesis models 
are used i n real izing a l l sorts of serious 
c o m p o s i t i o n a l projects. Some of the 
synthesis and processing methods now 
employed exist only i n software pack
ages. It is a very complex field and one 
that is h i g h l y v o l a t i l e . Vo l t age -con
trolled, subtractive, and distortion syn
thesis of the 1980s was set aside i n fa
vor of frequency modula t ion i n the late 
'80s. F M was eclipsed by "wave-table" 
technology—st i l l widespread—in the 
'90s. Newer methods, such as wave
gu ide ( p h y s i c a l m o d e l i n g ) , have a l 
ready been implemented i n commer
cia l ly available devices. 

Synthesizers cont inue to be a r i c h 
f i e ld for composers i n their research 
into the phenomenon of sound, the ba
sic material substance of their art. 

In commercial synthesizers, there are 
two important models. One, the work
station approach, emphasizes complete 
access to programming and sound de
sign. Extremely complex software ar
chitecture offers the ambitious compos
er /des igner / researcher c o n t r o l over 
l i t e ra l ly thousands of parameters per 
sound. Examples of these include the 
K u r z w e i l K2500 series and the Korg 
Tr in i ty and Z l . 

The second mode l usua l ly offers a 
thousand or so sounds i n a small box 
that can be controlled i n performance 
v ia computer interface (MIDI) or its own 
keyboard . There are far too many to 
mention, but Ales is and Roland are pr i 
mary movers i n this area. These are very 
l i t t l e different f rom the m u l t i m e d i a 
sound cards i n personal computers, and 
they typica l ly use high-quality samples 
(recordings) of actual instruments as a 
source. Some of these units are l imi ted 
to a basic c o l l e c t i o n of 128 sounds, 
k n o w n as General MIDI (GM), enough 
for hobbyists and recreational use i n 
computer games, but not enough for the 
serious professional. The best of these 
instruments provide a s imulacrum of 
acoust ic instruments that won ' t fool 
anybody w i t h two ears. 

S u c h a General MIDI sound engine 
(by E-mu) is at the heart of the V a n 
K o e v e r i n g In terac t ive P i ano™. The 
marketing gurus assure us that it is "the 
music teacher's challenge to the N i n 
tendo® game." Students, we are told, 
w i l l f ind practicing fun. Unfortunately, 
they w i l l be bored by the sound. A n y 
th ing the VKIP™ does, i n c l u d i n g its 
Karaoke capabili ty, can be duplicated 
by attaching an 88-key MIDI controller 
to a home mul t imed ia computer, and 
instal l ing the right software. Perhaps its 
advantage is that it is a dedicated sys
tem—a piano-l ike cabinet w i t h a per
sona l computer c u m M I D I keyboard 
stuffed inside. W h i l e the amplification 
system is robust, the sound engine pro
duces only the most "van i l l a " instru
mental sounds—Nintendo® i n high f i
delity is, alas, s t i l l Nintendo®. 

W i t h 40 auto-accompaniment fea
tures, and reverb to boot, it inherits the 
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At Westminster, your 
accompl i shmen t s beg in 
as a student. V o i T l l p e r f o r m a n d 
r e c o r d wi th some o f the1 greatest 
orchestras and conductors o f ou r t ime. 
Y o i f l l achieve technica l mastery w o r k i n g 
wi th ded ica ted artist-teachers. Y o i f l l share vou r 
passion for music with hundreds o f e x c e p t i o n a l 
talented students from a r o u n d the w o r l d . 
W h e t h e r von want to p e r f o r m , conduc t , teach 
o r lead music for worsh ip ...you can d r e a m 
about it o r you can d o it at Westminster. 

For more information about our 
campus in Princeton, New Jersey call 
1-800-96-CHOIR or visit our website 
at http://westminster.rider.edu. 
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T h e o n l y s c h o o l o f i t s k i n d i n t h e w o r l d , 

W e s t m i n s t e r \ 
. — . _ 

Weslm'nister (Ihoir (College of Rider I :nix>rrsil\ 

legacy of the player piano that graced 
the parlors of our grandparents. In the 
'60s, my uncle w o u l d regularly embar
rass us by playing "Nearer m y G o d to 
thee" against the bossa-nova beat on his 
Conn home entertainment organ. He re
ferred to himself as a "Conn artist." Too 
bad he didn' t have a V a n Koevering In
t e r a c t i v e P i a n o ™ . W e c o u l d h a v e 
recorded his performance and enjoyed 
it to this day. 

F u n for the recreational user, but not 
ready for professional prime time. 

I am very grateful to Dr. Corne l l for 
taking his valuable time to write a re
sponse. (Besides, I got a tour of the stu
dio w i t h its banks of keyboards and 
enough switches , speakers, and gad-
getry to make the console of the Wana-
maker organ seem l ike the safety of a 
mother's arms.) Details on the V a n K o 
evering Interactive M u s i c Technology 
can be h a d o n the Internet <http:/ / 
www.vankoever ing.com>. Dr. Corne l l 
recommends Joel Chadabe's book, Elec
tronic Sound: The Past and the Promise 
of Electronic Music (1997), pub l i shed 
by Prentice H a l l , for those who want to 
go deeply into the subject. 

What's going on anyway? Clearly, the 
production of electronic sounds is pro
gressing at a rapid rate. The v i ew ahead 
is a bit misty and I suspect I see a curve 
coming that makes predictions useless; 
however , the rearv iew mi r ro r shows 
how far we have come since M r . Thad-
deus C a h i l l , 1867-1934, invented his 
fantastic $200,000, 20-ton Telharmoni-
u m (he preferred the name Dynamo-
phone) i n 1906. Its piano soundboard 
loudspeakers got replaced by telephone 
receivers w i t h large paper horns at
tached. He bui l t a second instrument, 
installed i n Telharmonic H a l l i n N e w 
York, on w h i c h dai ly concerts were pre
sented and transmitted to subscribers 
on lines drawn through the telephone 
network conduits . Its signals were so 
strong, it effectively cut off conversa
tions on the phones and the A T & T com
pany cancelled its contract. W i t h three 
keyboards, up to 36 keys per octave, just 
intonation or equal temperament, and 
two p layers r e q u i r e d , i t was pre t ty 
awkward. M r . C a h i l l d i d b u i l d a th i rd 
instrument; none has survived. It was 
replaced effectively and made obsoles
cent by the invent ion of the wireless. 
Dire predictions of the Te lharmonium 
replacing existing orchestras have yet to 
happen. 

One also remembers cartoons, when 
reel-to-reel recordings came i n , show
ing one machine replacing the preacher 
i n the pulpi t and another replacing the 
congregation. W e l l , you can love an or
ganist or a preacher but not a machine. 
"Nintendo® i n h igh fidelity is, alas, s t i l l 
Nintendo®"; synthet ic sound is s t i l l 
synthetic sound. 

Max B. Miller, fago 
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